generations with regard to social security, including pensions, medical treatment and welfare. How does the concept of elderly people change in such a social context?
Traditional Concepts of Japanese Elderly People
Until 1950, the Japanese population pyramid showed a high proportion of young people and a small proportion of aged people. Since there were relatively few elderly people, they were venerated in Japanese society, which valued ancestor worship and fi lial piety highly.
The Japanese sense of normative behaviour related to age was very strong. The traditional way of life was defi ned by age: school, initiation into adulthood, marriage, retirement, and so on. The local community and family life were maintained on the basis of age hierarchy, and the gerontocracy of political decision-making and the seniority-oriented order of social status were ever-present. The Japanese labour system also emphasized the seniority wage system.
The principles of obedience and respect for the elderly are strongly infl uenced by the spirit of Confucianism, which was a dominant ethical tradition in East Asia. Among the ethical precepts of Confucianism, fi lial piety is an important value, according to which children should obey their parents and take care of them in old age. Filial piety was positioned as a fundamental norm of social order and was generalized in the priority of seniority. Not only did the older parent have the highest status in the family, but also the oldest person had the highest rank and prestige in society in general.
There was one key difference in the status of an older person between Japan and other East Asian societies. In China or Korea, a senior person was always the head of a family. However, compared with these East Asian countries, it is conspicuous that Japanese society has developed the social norm of "disengagement from the position of household head", the so-called inkyo, which means retirement from active life and the ruling position in the patriarchal family system. On reaching the age of 60, or at the marriage of the eldest son, the head of the household passed on this role to his (or her) successor and turned from being the supporter to being the recipient of care. The Japanese system of retirement continued until after World War II. The old parents yielded most household rights to the fi rst-born son, built a retirement room or a retirement house and moved into it. Although retired people in
